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The traditional school calendar, 180 days, five and 
one-half hours per day, was constructed for an agrarian 
society to allow students to work in the fields in the af
ternoons and during the primary growing season. This 
practice is symptomatic of a public school system that was 
built for another time, the general conditions of which no 
longer exist. 

As our society entered the industrial age, the one-room 
schoolhouse evolved into a factory-like model. Today, 
most of the fields and factories are gone, yet, not enough 
has changed in our education delivery system. While it 
may have served its purpose decades ago, high numbers of 
dropouts (both physical and psychological) and low rank
ings on international test scores represent threats to our 
future ability to compete in a global economy. It's time for 
a new model. 

On March 30, 2005, the New Hampshire Board of 
Education completed two years of work by voting to send 
its final draft of a new set of school approval rules on to the 
Joint Legislative Committee on Administrative Rules that, 
as crafted, has the potential to change the role of public 
education, not only here in New Hampshire, but, starting 
a process that could spread across America. The board has 
referred to this concept as Real World Learning. 

Real World Leaming has a different focus. Instead of 
thinking about "all students" it addresses "each student." 
Its goal is for each student to be an engaged and successful 
learner. It seeks to eliminate the word "boring" as synony
mous with school for many students. While these are nice 
thoughts, many would say that they are not realistic. If we, 
as a society, have a hard time letting go of the traditional 
school model, I would agree. But America's desire for 
change is high if we can be convinced that the new model 
is the right change. 

The Rationale for Change 

Two years ago, during former New Hampshire Gover
nor Craig Benson's Inaugural Address, he talked about 
how he was told in high school that he was not college 
material. Similarly, as one who, despite finishing 182nd 
out of 191 among my high school graduating class, has 
achieved national recognition in the music products indus
try, including the accompanying financial rewards, I can
not help but wonder how many young people, like Gov
ernor Benson and me, were led to believe that our lack 
of success in that traditional school environment meant 
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that we weren't very bright and were not going to see our 
names on the "Most Likely to Succeed" list? Carrying that 
thinking further, for how many did this reinforcement of 
low expectations become a self-fulfilling prophecy? 

I've heard it said that in the "real world" the "B" stu
dents will have jobs working under the "A" students in 
companies owned by the "C" students. Generously speak
ing, at least for myself, both Governor Benson and I are 
examples of those "C" students who ended up as success
ful businessmen. Despite our lackluster school experience, 
we found a way to make something special happen and 
that led to exciting and rewarding careers. 

While I feel very lucky to have found success in pur
suing my passion for Rock n' Roll, I can't help but feel that 

I As our society entered the industrial ag;,l 
the one-room schoolhouse evolved into 
a factory-like model. Today, most of the 
fields and factories are gone, yet, not 
enough has changed in our education 
delivery system. 

all of the strengths that I have exhibited in my adult years 
were there in raw form in high school, and, that if someone 
had taken the time to look, they'd have found them. As a 
result, instead of believing that I wasn't very bright and 
feeling frightened about what the future had in store for 
me, I'd have been more confident and focused in my quest 
to find my path toward the American Dream. 

Governor Benson was well known for having "stand
up meetings" around a table. The thinking was that stand
ing up made meetings shorter and more focused. In my 
past role as Chairman of the State Board of Education, 
one day I went into his office and said," Governor, I think 
you 're going to need to sit down for this meeting." His 
eyes widened and he asked, "Is everything okay?" I said 
yes but explained that I was not sure whether or not he was 
going to love or hate what I had to say. 

We sat down and I said "Everyone knows and ac
cepts that kids learn in a variety of ways and have dif
ferent learning styles." He agreed. I continued, "Everyone 
accepts that some of those learning styles work well in a 
traditional classroom environment, but, for many students, 
that environment doesn't work." He again agreed. I then 
talked about all the brain research conducted on differen
tiated learning and said, "If we agree that the traditional 
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classroom model does not work for a large percentage 
of our students, yet 95+ percent of our delivery model is 
the traditional classroom, do we not have a system that 
favors those kids who learn well in that environment and 
discriminates against those students who do not learn well 
in traditional classrooms? Why do we continue to push the 
traditional model on those students?" The Governor's eyes 
widened and he said, "Fred, be careful how you use that 
word (discrimination)." I told him that I understood his 
concern but believe that the foundation of our education 
system, the traditional classroom, discriminates against 
and sets limitations on those students who do not learn 
well in the that environment. 

Is the discrimination intentional? Of course not! Our 
educators are clearly aware of the problem and are trying 
to find ways to differentiate instruction within the system. 
I believe that this is a classic example of "You can't make 
a silk purse out of a sow's ear." While we'll find some suc
cesses at a bigger and bigger cost, we'll never get this job 
done right if we try to make every attempt at differentia
tion fit back inside the traditional classroom. 

The Picture Becomes Clearer 

So, what would the new model look like? For starters, 
instead of Day One, Chapter I, Page 1, Day One would 
be a well thought out, concerted effort to understand each 
student, their passions, needs, learning styles, letting the 
student know that each one of them has something very 
special inside, that the school's job is to understand their 
students ' strengths, passions, etc. in order to best utilize 
them to meet the requirements of the school and prepare 
each student for his/her next step in life's path. Everything 
we need to know regarding how to get each student ex -

about his/her education is in each student's head and 
is available and free for the asking. Education's job must 
be to develop skilled professionals who know how to ask 
the right questions and know what to do with the answers. 
Day One should start the development of a personalized 
learning plan/strategy for each student in each subject spe
cifically designed to address everything learned about that 
student. 

While this may sound nice, if all we have for solutions 
once we get the answers from the students is the same old 
offerings back inside the classroom, our most honorable of 
goals will not materialize. We need limitless opportunities 
available to our students in order to match them with the 
answers that we got when we asked the questions. 

I was trying to explain this to New Hampshire State 
Senator Bob 0 'De l. I told him that ifI had l 00 high school 
students in how many love science, 
10 would 
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not finished explaining this to you." He continued that he 
was just trying to show me how he hated science in high 
school and still hates science today and that he loved social 
studies in high school and .. .. . I interrupted once again 
and said, "Bob, stop! I'm going to change the subject. Tell 
me what you do for hobbies, where you go on vacation, 
what you do in your spare time." Within a very few min
utes, Senator O'Dell said, "Now that I think of it, if I'd 
have had a chance to take a course on forestry, I 'd have 
loved it!" I exclaimed, "That's what I'm talking about! You 
don't hate science, you hated science class. You hated what 
you though science was: chemistry class, physics class, 
and biology class. It doesn't have to be that. 

Every one of those 100 students loves some form of 
science. It's the educator's job to find what aspect of sci
ence they love. One might love sharks, another Star Trek. 
A good science teacher should be able to take that infor
mation and help create a path that meets the state stan
dards while giving students the opportunity to pursue their 
passions. 

1 had a music teacher say to me, "But Fred, what if I 
do the personalized learning strategy and find out that this 
student loves rap? What am I supposed to do with that?" I 
responded that while he and I may not share that fondness 
for rap, this student was presenting us with a clear path to 
get them fully engaged in music. Rap can be a great lesson 
in social studies, poetry, tempo, recording, songwriting 
and so much more. This teacher knows the New Hamp
shire standards for music and should develop a plan with 
this student based around rap to ensure that they are met, 
especially if the student expects credit toward graduation 
for satisfactory results. Furthermore, by basing a strategy 
on the student's specific interests, the teacher can create a 
bridge to study other styles of music. 

But, what if there are no courses in the school on rap, 
forestry, sharks, or Star Trek? I doubt that there's a school 
in the country that has classrooms with these courses 
available. How do we take advantage of these passions by 
giving our students the opportunities to pursue them? 

The first thing we must do is rethink what education 
should be in the 21st century. We can no longer think of 
school as a building, but as an experience. While the build
ing may serve as a hub, it can no longer be the place that 
we expect more that 95 percent of the learning experience 
to take place. We must change our mindset to · 
about how people learn and function in the 

In the "Real World" people 
many places including on 
ships, on the internet, pri 
travel, etc. We must strive to harness all the worthwhile, 
available resources in our communities and through tech-

in order to provide 'ties to 
acq Hsand 
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To be successful, the new model will change the pri
mary role of the teacher from the direct deliverer of the 
learning experience to a facilitator, coach, mentor, or guide 
for student learning and achievement. For many teachers 
it may become some of each, part teacher/part facilitator. 
Instead of teaching five periods a day, five days a week, it 
could become teaching mornings for those students who 
still want and need the traditional experience and, then, 
in the afternoons, meeting with local businesses, organi
zations and talented individuals that you've engaged in 
the process, or meeting with small groups or individual 
students to check on their progress, or other variations on 
this theme. In my view, it's a better, more exciting, more 
productive and more rewarding teaching job. 

Okay ... so, how do we make this happen? First, let's 
look at where the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats are. 

Strengths 

In New Hampshire we have about 15,000 profes
sional educators who came into this profession with an 
idealism that they were going to change kids' lives. Too 
often, the system itself beats that idealism down, but, I 
am convinced, not out of them. I believe that it's still there 
and that under the right circumstances can be rekindled. I 
believe that an out-of-the-"box" (translation: classroom) 
system can play to their idealism and creativity and would 
re-ignite the passion that inspired many of these teachers 
to become teachers in the first place. 

These teachers are well aware of the brain research 
and clearly understand the need to provide differentiation 
in delivery. They also understand that technology will play 
an ever-growing role in education. They are also aware 
that there are tremendous resources in their communities 
that they have not yet harnessed for the benefit of their 
students. 

The Great Opportunity 

The great opportunity that lies before us is that the 
rules for how we govern the delivery of education in New 
Hampshire, currently known as the Minimum Standards 
for Public School Approval, are about to expire. The iron 
is hot, it's time to strike. We need to enact a new set of 
rules that put us in a position to cause this revolution to 
happen. The basic tenet of this plan is that, unlike the cur
rent system, this model is designed to leave no child be
hind. The State Board of Education is pretty far down the 
road on this process and should have the rules completed, 
signed, sealed, and delivered by June 2005. 

The State Board has gone overboard to engage all 
stakeholder groups in this process which has taken two 
full years. We've reviewed the suggestions from our five 
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public hearings, made the respective modifications that we 
believed to be prudent to make (still fitting within the gen
eral concept), and are interacting with the Joint Legislative 
Committee on Administrative Rules to make sure we're 
seeing eye to eye on the changes. Their biggest concerns, 
as always, will be to make sure that we have not mandated 
items that will have costs attached to them (See Article 
28A of the New Hampshire Constitution-an amendment 
prohibiting unfunded mandates). 

Weaknesses 

While I believe that the sun, the moon and the stars 
are lining up for incredible change to occur, I do not un
derestimate the weaknesses and threats that could stand 
in the way. First and foremost, we have the incredible in
ertia of a 100-plus year old education model in which our 
professionals were trained that this is the way to deliver 
public education. While there is clearly an understanding 
of a need to change, there is a strong tendency to try to op
erationalize change right back into the classroom resulting 
in the same old "still-doesn't-work-for-too-many-kids." 

People fear, and often resist, change. It's natural. 
There's comfort in a rut because it is the rut you know. Be 
it a good rut or a bad rut, what may be on the other side of 
that rut can be scary to many. Could I lose my job? What if 
I don't like the new paradigm? Is this just another educa
tion fad like the ones we've seen come and go? And what 
about No Child Left Behind? How's this going to address 
our need to deliver on test scores? 

What's in the New Model? 

The proposed rules will have landmark consequences. 
The 180 days, five and one-half hours/day have been re
moved and replaced with a comparable numbers of hours 
allowing school districts to craft their own calendars and 
provide the opportunity for significant flexibility on how 
to address the personal needs of students, both inside and 
outside of the walls of the school. What would districts do 
if they didn't have to go to school 180 days, five and one
half hours a day? Initially, many are likely to maintain the 
old calendar because it's what they know. Others might 
get very creative, especially around high schools. Some 
could go longer days, four days a week. Other might do 
shorter days, but a longer calendar. And, in between, the 
options are many. 

The proposed rules call for personalized learning 
strategies that will put students and parents in a stronger 
position to help direct the path of the students' education 
and address the personal needs, passions, interests, and 
learning styles of each student. While the concept of per
sonalization is gaining broader acceptance, how will dis
tricts interpret and execute this? What a great statewide 
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discussion we are in for. 
The proposed rules call for the harnessing of avail

able resources in communities and through technology to 
provide more opportunities to engage each student in their 
learning while meeting the requirements of the school (for 
credit toward graduation). This is how the state board has 
defined Real World Learning. Combined with personal
ized learning strategies, this concept can bring the pos
sibility of real school choice to every student in a manner 
that no state has ever before considered. Students could 
choose traditional classroom experiences, ones outside of 
the building, ones via technology or virtually endless com
binations of opportunities. 

In the board's draft, we've blessed the possibility of 
granting credits in non-traditional ways including but 
not limited to private lessons, independent study, intern
ships, apprenticeships, distance learning, online courses, 
etc. While these are not new, as many school districts are 
already doing bits and pieces of this in what are often re
ferred to as "alternative" approaches, by addressing the 
various opportunities in the rules, these approaches will 
become mainstream in the future, and available to every 
student. I predict that, while 95+ percent of our course
work today is done in traditional classroom settings, in 10 
years that number could drop to 50 percent. 

The proposed rules call for credit toward graduation 
to be based on competency, not seat time, as the Carnegie 
unit, the staple of how high school credits have been grant
ed in America for the better part of a century, will sunset 
in each district within three years. For districts that believe 
that they have a good competency based assessment plan 
in place, they can move away from the Carnegie unit as 
soon as ready. For other districts, they will have three years 
to prepare to move to competency. 

If we make all of these opportunities available to our 
students, how could any student fail? I feel totally com
fortable blaming our current dropout numbers on an out
dated delivery model. However, if dropouts continue after 
we've changed the rules, my finger will be pointed at the 
local school board and administrations asking do you re
ally "get" the new model or are you trying to cling to the 
old one? I believe that, if we do the job right, we will not 
simply reduce the dropout rate, which we argue is between 
15-25 percent depending on who's numbers and method
ology you believe (either number is too high!), but we will 
virtually eliminate it. 

Entering the New Frontier 

While the enactment of these new rules will be a land
mark event in itself (likely by June 2005), the big task will 
be to change the inertia of the old model. This is not to 
minimize or underestimate what will occur by simply mak
ing these changes official. Presently, just the discussion of 
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these possibilities is beginning to change the process in 
many communities around the state. Local organizations 
are coming forward to say "We want in." Some school 
districts are considering alternative calendars. Others are 
talking to local not-for-profits about getting involved. 

There is excitement, apprehension, and the anticipa
tion of change in the air. 
Even if we do nothing but to enact the new rules, you will 
still begin to see amazing changes start to take hold. Imag
ine the starting gate at a horse race track. In September 
2005, the gates will open. Some will sprint out of the gate, 
others will be very cautious. Change will occur. Some of 
these changes will be wonderful. Some will fail. 

While the enactment of the rules will be a major 
step, it is just the start of what the state's role needs to be. 
The New Hampshire Department of Education and State 
Board of Education must lead a statewide effort to look at 
the opportunities created by the rules, bring all stakehold
ers together, especially those among us who have already 
been doing some of these things, in order to learn from 
one another to ensure that the successes are many and fail
ures are few. 

I have never been so excited about the possibilities for 
the future of public education. If New Hampshire does this 
right, these changes will spread to other states. The future 
is so close I can already feel it, and, it feels great. 

Frederick J. Bramante, Jr. is a member of the New Hamp
shire State Board of Education. 
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